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Introduction
It is almost unanimously agreed upon by Biblical scholars that the text of Hosea depicts a
condemnation of the Northern kingdom for its rampant Ba’al worship.1 I would like to identify
what I believe to be the key weaknesses of this interpretation and offer a possible alternative for
understanding the backdrop and overall message of Hosea. Specifically, I propose that Hosea’s
anger is directed not at Ba’al worship, but rather at a ruling class who have used idolatry to
reduce Yahweh down to the status of a nationalist symbol and servant of the empire.
Hosea’s Use of the Word ‘ba’al’
In order to best address the prevailing notion that Hosea is speaking against a situation of
Ba’al worship, it would be prudent to examine each usage of the word ba’al within the text of
Hosea. This is not a difficult task, given that the word is only used a total of seven times in the
entire text (2:8; 2:13; 2:16; 2:17; 9:10; 11:2; 13:1). This sparing usage is hardly what one would
expect to find if Hosea’s primary concern was rampant Ba’al worship. Even more interestingly,
each time the word is used outside of chapter 2 (9:10; 11:2; 13:1 - nearly half of the times it is
used in the text), it is used in reference to one of Israel’s past sins, specifically the event recorded
in Num. 25:1-3, and thus cannot be understood as describing Hosea’s current situation. This
leaves scholars with only four verses which could possibly be taken as evidence that Israel was
worshiping the Canaanite god Ba’al during the time of Hosea.
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The two verses most often cited in support of the above-mentioned view are 2:8 and 2:13.
In both of these instances, the word is used in reference to either the creation of an idol (2:8) or
the worship of idols (2:13). For example, 2:8 states the following.
“For she [Israel] did not know that I [Yahweh] gave her the grain, and the new
wine, and the oil, and I multiplied her silver and gold, which they made for the
ba’al.”2
I agree with Anderson and Freedman who observe that the phrase ‘made for the ba’al’
cannot refer to offerings of silver and gold for the Canaanite deity Ba’al. The Canaanite god
Ba’al was associated with nature and fertility. Offerings of precious metals would have therefor
been inappropriate to him.3 Rather, the text should be understood as referencing the creation of
an idol or divine image.4 But does this verse explicitly identify the idol as being a representation
of the Canaanite god Ba’al? I argue that it does not. Rather, I propose that the text is using the
term ‘ba’al’ in a more general sense as a way of describing the idol itself. The text could be
understood to simply read ‘…silver and gold which they made into an idol.’ The verse is a
condemnation of idolatry in general, not necessarily of Ba’al worship. Likewise, Hosea’s words
in 2:13 can be understood as a condemnation of idol worship in a general sense.
Hosea’s distain for the Northern kingdom’s practice of idolatry is made clear in several
other passages as well (4:17; 8:4; 10:6; 13:2; 14:3; 14:8). Yet, the only idol which Hosea
specifically identifies throughout the entire text are the calves of Samaria set up by king
Jeroboam in Beth-el and Dan (8:4-6; 10:5-6; 13:2). Given that these are the only idols
specifically identified, I propose that the most natural reading of the text would be to understand
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these golden calves as the idols which Hosea is condemning in the aforementioned verses,
including 2:8 and 2:13. Thus, in 2:13, the ‘days of the ba’alim’ could be understood as a
reference to the unorthodox rival feast days set up by king Jeroboam (1 Kings 12:33) on which
sacrifices were offered before the golden calves.
What Were the Calves of Samaria Intended to Represent?
“And Jeroboam said in his heart, ‘Now the kingdom will turn back to the house
of David. If this people go up to offer sacrifices in the temple of the Lord at
Jerusalem, then the heart of this people will turn again to their lord, to Rehoboam
king of Judah, and they will kill me and return to Rehoboam king of Judah.’ So
the king took counsel and made two calves of gold. And he said to the people,
‘You have gone up to Jerusalem long enough. Behold your gods, O Israel, who
brought you up out of the land of Egypt.’” (1 Kings 12:26-28, ESV)
According to the story found in 1 Kings 12, king Jeroboam of the Northern kingdom
created the golden calves as a form of Yahweh worship to rival the temple in Jerusalem. As such,
the calves were intended to be physical representations of Yahweh. There has been much debate
within the realm of source criticism over the similarities between the story of 1 Kings 12 and that
of Exodus 32.5 Yet, in both cases, the formulaic saying ‘here are your gods6, who brought you up
out of the land of Egypt’ is agreed to be a reference to Yahweh, as the idea of ‘bringing a people
up out of Egypt’ is not shared among any of the other Ancient Near Eastern deities.7
In recent years, some scholars have put forward the argument that the golden calves may
not have been originally intended as idols, but rather as thrones, over which the presence of
Yahweh would have been believed to dwell, much like the ark in Jerusalem.8 However, there is
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no evidence for this within the Biblical text itself. For one, the language surrounding the calves’
creation and instillation says nothing of this idea. Rather, they are presented as being ‘[Israel’s]
gods, who brought them up out of Egypt’. The calves are said to be the gods. There is no
indication of them being thrones. Likewise, when the construction of the ark in Jerusalem is
described, it is explicitly stated that the ark was a throne (Exodus 37:6-9). If this were also the
understanding of the calves, one would expect a similar description. In any event, it is clear from
the language of Hosea that both he and his audience believed the calves to be idols and not mere
thrones. He even goes so far as to explicitly state on two occasions that the calves are idols and
that they are not gods. (8:5-6; 13:2) Such clarifications would have been meaningless to Hosea’s
audience if the calves were not understood as idols, but merely as divine thrones.9 Given this
evidence, I believe that we must accept that the golden calves were indeed understood as idols of
Yahweh, at least by the time of Hosea.
If I am correct in identifying the calves of Samaria as the idols being referenced in 2:8
and 2:13, then one might argue that this would indicate that the calves were understood as idols
of Ba’al and not of Yahweh. I would like to preemptively dispel this idea. While Hosea openly
condemns the calves as being idolatrous (13:2), he never identifies them as symbols of Ba’al. In
fact, he never identifies them with any foreign deity at all (8:5-6; 10:5). Likewise, when Hosea
mentions Yahweh’s distain for the calves (8:5-6; 10:5-6), Yahweh is recorded as saying nothing
about their being representations of a foreign god. If these calves did indeed represent a rival
deity, then one would expect this to be the perfect place for Yahweh to renounce them as such.
Even during the reign of king Ahab, in the 9th century, when Ba’al worship was officially
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incorporated into the Northern kingdom, the prophets Elijah and Elisha never mention the golden
calves as being symbols of Ba’al. And in the story of king Jehu’s reform, found in 2 kings 10,
Jehu is said to have completely eradicated the worship of Ba’al from the land of Israel (2 kings
10:28).10 Yet, the story specifically mentions that he did not end the worship of the golden calves
in Beth-el and Dan (2 kings 10:29). The story clearly differentiates between the two practices.
If one identifies the idols mentioned in 2:8 and 2:13 as the golden calves of Samaria, and
if one identifies the golden calves of Samaria as idols of Yahweh and not of Ba’al, then there is
simply no evidence for the kind of wide-spread Ba’al worship that so many scholars presuppose
as the context for Hosea. Instead, I believe that there is overwhelming evidence in the text that
the Northern kingdom understood itself to still be worshiping Yahweh (2:11; 4:15; 5:6; 7:14; 8:2;
9:4-5; 11:7). The Biblical text also attests to the idea that Yahweh, and not Ba’al, was understood
to be Israel’s God by Israel’s neighbors (2 kings 17:26-28).
Why are the Calves of Samaria called ‘ba’al’?
Since we cannot identify the calves of Samaria as being symbols of the Canaanite god
Ba’al, it must be determined why Hosea uses the word ‘ba’al’ to refer to them in 2:8 and 2:13. In
its most basic form, the word ba’al can mean lord, master, or even husband.11 Some scholars
have concluded, based on the ritual texts found at Ugarit, that Ba’al was understood to be the
favored epithet for the god Haddad and that this eventually became his proper name.12 However,
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we know that, within the biblical text, the word is used to refer to deities other than Haddad. For
example, in Jeremiah 2:23, the word is used in reference to the god Molech. In the story of king
Ahab and queen Jezebel, the word is used in reference to the god Melquart, who is known among
scholars as the ‘Ba’al of Tyre’. However, it some scholars have argued that the god Ba’alShamem, rather than Melquart, is the god being referenced in these stories. Although Ba’alShamem functioned in the same weather-god capacity as the god of the Ugaritic texts, the case
can be made that he still represents a separate deity.13 Based on these examples, I propose that it
is possible that the epithet ‘ba’al’ was used much more generally to describe a type of deity,
namely a regional deity responsible for that region’s fertility, and that this title over time became
synonymous with the name of the Ugaritic god Haddad, much as the epithet ‘Adonai’ eventually
became synonymous with the name Yahweh.
Could it be that this epithet was sometimes used in reference to Yahweh as well? There
are some scholars who already believe that this is a possibility. 14 But what evidence do we see of
this? For one, the word is used in its verbal form by the prophet Jeramiah to describe the manner
in which Yahweh rules over Israel (Jer. 3:14).15Additionally, both Saul and David, who were
known worshippers of Yahweh, display a level of familiarity with the title ba’al when they are
naming their children (Ba’aliada & Eshba’al respectively).16 The names Bealiah (one of David’s
warriors – 2 Chronicles 12:6) and Yehoba’al (a name found on an ancient seal fragment) also
indicate a cultural acceptance of equating Yahweh with the title ba’al.17 Hosea 2:16 is also a
strong indicator that referring to Yahweh as a ba’al was common practice.
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I will concede the possibility that the cultural understanding of Yahweh in 8th century
Israel had been so influenced by their Canaanite neighbors that Yahweh could more or less be
equated with the Canaanite god Ba’al. Within this framework, one could interpret Hosea’s use of
the word ba’al as a pejorative characterization of the state of religion in the Northern kingdom by
equating it to Ba’al worship. But I do not think that this is likely. For one, the reference to
multiple ‘ba’alim’ in 2:13 & 2:17 would be strange if they were intended as a reference to the
singular foreign god Ba’al.18 This interpretation would also compel us to understand Yahweh’s
words in 2:16 as sarcasm. It seems more natural to me to interpret the verse as referring to actual
practice (i.e. Israel really was referring to Yahweh as ‘my ba’al’). I propose that it is more likely
that the word ba’al (lord/master) had become a generic way of referring to a national/regional
deity or perhaps even a synonym for ‘idol’.19 In this way, Israel’s use of the word ‘ba’al’ to refer
to Yahweh (2:16) can be taken as indication that they had begun to understand him as nothing
more than one of many national deities. The command to do away with the epithet ‘ba’al’ in
2:16-17 could also then be understood as an attempt to clarify Yahweh’s true nature by
distancing him from these other deities.20
Other Notes on the Possibility of Foreign Worship in Israel
It is not only the use of the word ba’al which causes scholars to propose that syncretistic
worship was taking place in the Northern kingdom during the 8th century. Many take 4:14 as
evidence of foreign fertility cults (like those believed to have been a part of Ba’al worship).
However, close examination of the word kadasha, often translated as ‘cult-prostitute’, will show
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that this is cannot be the case. In the article entitled The qdesha in Hosea 4:14: Putting the (Myth
of the) Sacred Prostitute to Bed, Jessie DeGrado argues that the word kadasha, like its Akkadian
cognate, kaditsu, originally meant a female cultic practitioner or priestess. However, over time,
the word underwent a process of “semantic generalization and derogation” that resulted in a wide
range of meanings from ‘a woman who is employed outside the house' to 'sexually available
woman'. By the time of the Rabinic period, it was a term used almost exclusively for
prostitutes.21 Therefore, while the word cannot mean ‘cult-prostitute’, as it is usually taken, it is
likely that the word had already adopted the additional connotation of sexual promiscuity by the
time of Hosea. In this way, it can be understood as a dig at the priesthood of Beth-el and Dan by
comparing them to sexually promiscuous women. This of course would fit with Hosea’s
overarching metaphor of adultery and sexual promiscuity in the form of incorrect religious
practice.
Scholars also often interpret the mention of people ‘inquir[ing] of a piece of wood’ in
4:12 as a reference to Asherah worship. This interpretation is certainly appealing, as the verse
comes just before the mention of people worshipping under shady trees in 4:13. Since trees were
commonly understood as symbols of Asherah, this connection is indeed plausible. Additionally,
some scholars argue that Asherah was understood to be the consort of Yahweh.22 As such, this
would not detract much from my overall point as the mention of her worship would be signs of
yet another deviation away from orthodox Yahweh worship. However, given the larger context
of the chapter, such a reference to Asherah worship would appear to be a strange and sudden
departure from Hosea’s main point. If, instead, one were to adopt DeGrado’s translation of the
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text, “My people ask council from their rod, and their shaft instructs them, For a spirit of
horniness leads them astray, and they cheat on their god.”, then the verse can be understood as
yet another mockery of the priesthood, likening them to sexually uncontrollable young men – the
‘piece of wood’ being understood as a phallic metaphor.23
In truth, the verse which I believe provides the most convincing argument for the
presence of syncretistic worship is the reference to ‘the names of the ba’alim’ in 2:17. This verse
is typically taken as one of the prime examples of Ba’al worship in 8th century Israel.24 However,
given the reasons listed above, I would argue that this cannot be the case. While I would offer
that it is possible to interpret this as a pejorative reference to the calves of Samaria, it is also
entirely possible that this phrase is meant to reference the national gods of Israel’s neighbors.
This would not necessarily indicate that Israel is worshipping these other gods. In fact, given that
the phrase comes right after a verse in which Yahweh indicates that Israel has been referring to
him as ‘[their] ba’al’, it would make sense to view this merely as a recognition of the fact that
Israel currently views Yahweh as one of many regional deities. The reference to ‘removing the
names of the ba’alim from her mouth’ would then be an indication that the day will come when
he will correct this misunderstanding by proving himself to be far more than just a
national/regional deity.
Hosea’s Connection to Amos
In many ways, Hosea is the prophetic heir to Amos. The time between the end of Amos’
ministry and the beginning of Hosea’s could hardly have been more than 10 years and numerous
examples show the similarities of language and theology between Hosea and that of his
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predecessor (Hos 4:3 vs. Am 8:8; Hos 7:10 vs. Am 8:7; Hos 8:14 vs. Am 2:5; Hos 9:3 vs. Am
7:17; Hos 10:8 vs. Am 7:9; Hos 12:7 vs. Am 8:5).25 The primary aim of Amos’ ministry, as
demonstrated by Lewis B. Paton in his article, Did Amos approve the calf-worship at Bethel?,
was to announce that Israel’s conception of Yahweh was so completely off-base as to render her
worship invalid. It was worship of Yahweh in name only.26 The message of Hosea can thus be
understood as continuing the work of Amos by arguing that the idolatrous calves of Samaria are
warping Israel’s understanding of Yahweh. The Yahweh represented by these calves is nothing
more than a localized deity who can be bribed into providing a harvest and is placated by ritual
sacrifice (2:12). This stands in stark contrast to Hosea’s understanding of Yahweh as the cosmic
creator God who is concerned with the state of the human heart (7:14). In this way, Amos’
prediction had come true and Beth-el (house of God) had become Beth-aven (house of
wickedness)27 (Am 5:5 vs Hos 4:15; 5:8; 10:50).
Lessons to be Learned from This Interpretation
The golden calves of Samaria were established by king Jeroboam in order to legitimate
the government of the Northern kingdom and to protect his own kingship. They were political
tools intended to serve Samaria. They were not established out of good intentions or out of an
overflow of love for Yahweh. They were national symbols just as much as they were idols. As
such, over time they distorted Israel’s view of Yahweh until he became nothing more than just
another national deity. He was responsible for maintaining the kingdoms agricultural and
economic success (2:5; 2:12; 4:18; 7:14; 10:1; 12:8) and nothing more.
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But as we learn with Amos, it is impossible to have an incorrect relationship with
Yahweh without also having an incorrect relationship with neighbor. Thus, we see several key
symptoms of Israel’s idolatry. First, there is the rampant corruption among the priestly and ruling
classes (1:4-5; 4:4-8; 4:18; 5:1-2; 6:9; 7:3; 7:5-7; 7:11; 8:4; 8:8-10; 8:14; 10:1; 10:13-15)
Second, there is wide-spread immorality among the people (4:1-2; 4:12-14; 10:4) And third, if
we combine the witnesses of Hosea and Amos, we see an overwhelming level of neglect for the
poor and needy (Hos. 12:7-8; Amos 2:6-7; 5:11; 8:5). Israel’s own prosperity drove them to
forget God (13:6).
These symptoms are presented as the results of reducing God down to the size of a
national deity and ignoring his commandments. Thus, Hosea can stand as a warning for us in our
own day not to follow in the footsteps of the Northern kingdom by trying to enlist God into the
service of a particular group. Rather, Hosea argues that we must remember that Yahweh is the
God of all creation. He is the God of all peoples. He is more than just a divine vending machine
where we input loveless ritual and get prosperity in return. His desire is for faithfulness and
steadfast love.
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